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6 Achievement Gap 
Achievement Gap 
The achievement gap is a concept that has been 
prevalent in educational discourse in the United 
States since the civil rights movement of the 
1960s, though the concept has its beginnings 
in the post-Civil War era, the Great Migration, 
and the growth in immigration in the early 20th 
century. The term refers to a difference between 
the academic achievement of linguistic and eth-
nic minority students, students with disabilities, 
students from low socioeconomic status back-
grounds, and female students, and either the 
mainstream student population in general or the 
white student population more specifically. 
The achievement gap concept has gained 
popularity and attention in recent decades in 
education, particularly because of the increase 
in focus on standardized testing. The notion of 
the achievement gap has now expanded beyond 
the social and cultural constraints of Ameri-
can public education to apply to a gap in aca-
demic achievement between countries, wealthy 
and poor regions, the core and the periphery, 
t h e  g l o b a l  s o u t h  a n d  t h e  i n d u s t r i a l i z e d  w o r l d ,  
c o l o n i z i n g  a n d  c o l o n i z e d  g r o u p s ,  a n d  i n d i g -
e n o u s  o r  t r a d i t i o n a l  g r o u p s  a n d  m a i n s t r e a m  o r  
m o d e r n  s o c i e t y .  
A f t e r  t h e  A m e r i c a n  C i v i l  W a r ,  t h e  J i m  C r o w  
e r a  b e g a n ,  s p u r r e d  o n  b y  l a w s  t h a t  c r e a t e d  b a r -
r i e r s  f o r  A f r i c a n  A m e r i c a n s  t o  f u l l y  p a r t i c i p a t e  
i n  s o c i e t y .  O n e  m a j o r  b a r r i e r  f o r  A f r i c a n  A m e r i -
c a n s  w a s  e d u c a t i o n .  P a r t i c u l a r l y  i n  t h e  s o u t h e r n  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  b l a c k  a n d  w h i t e  s t u d e n t s  w e r e  
s e g r e g a t e d  i n t o  r a c e - b a s e d  s c h o o l s  u n d e r  t h e  
g u i s e  t h a t  t h e s e  s e p a r a t e  s c h o o l s  w o u l d  b e  s e p -
a r a t e ,  b u t  e q u a l .  F r u s t r a t i o n s  o v e r  t h e  d i s p a r i -
t i e s  b e t w e e n  w h i t e  a n d  b l a c k  s c h o o l s  i n  t e r m s  o f  
r e s o u r c e s ,  t e a c h e r  t r a i n i n g ,  f a c i l i t i e s ,  a n d  g e n e r a l  
q u a l i t y  l e d  t o  t h e  l a n d m a r k  c o u r t  c a s e  B r o w n  
v .  B o a r d  o f  E d u c a t i o n  o f  1 9 5 4 ,  w h i c h  f o u n d  
s e p a r a t e  b u t  e q u a l  p o l i c i e s  o f  s c h o o l  s e g r e g a t i o n  
u n c o n s t i t u t i o n a l .  
T h i s  c a s e  l e d  t o  s e v e r a l  c o n f r o n t a t i o n s  b e t w e e n  
f e d e r a l  a n d  s t a t e  g o v e r n m e n t s ,  m o s t  n o t a b l y  t h e  
f o r c e d  i n t e g r a t i o n  o f  L i t t l e  R o c k ,  A r k a n s a s ,  p u b -
l i c  s c h o o l s  i n  w h i c h  A r k a n s a s  g o v e r n o r  O r v a l  
F a u b u s  u s e d  A r k a n s a s  N a t i o n a l  G u a r d  t r o o p s  
t o  p r e v e n t  b l a c k  s t u d e n t s  f r o m  e n t e r i n g  a  s e g -
r e g a t e d  h i g h  s c h o o l .  A m e r i c a n  p r e s i d e n t  D w i g h t  
E i s e n h o w e r  u s e d  a r m y  s o l d i e r s  t o  g u a r d  t h e s e  
s t u d e n t s  a n d  a l l o w  t h e m  e n t r y  t o  t h e  s c h o o l .  
C o n t i n u e d  r e s i s t a n c e  t o  s c h o o l  i n t e g r a t i o n  l e d  t o  
t h e  C i v i l  R i g h t s  A c t  o f  1 9 6 4 ,  w h i c h  e n c o u r a g e d  
r a c i a l  i n t e g r a t i o n  i n  A m e r i c a n  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s ,  
a n d  g a v e  t h e  f e d e r a l  g o v e r n m e n t  m o r e  p o w e r  i n  
e n f o r c i n g  d e s e g r e g a t i o n  o f  p u b l i c  s c h o o l s .  
C o n t i n u i n g  D i s p a r i t y  
D e s p i t e  r a c i a l  d e s e g r e g a t i o n  o f  s c h o o l s  i n  t h e  
U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  t h e r e  c o n t i n u e s  t o  b e  a n  a c a d e m i c  
a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p  b e t w e e n  w h i t e  a n d  b l a c k  s t u -
d e n t s ,  a s  w e l l  a s  o t h e r  m a r g i n a l i z e d  g r o u p s ,  
i n c l u d i n g  N a t i v e  A m e r i c a n  a n d  H i s p a n i c  s t u d e n t s .  
T h i s  a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p  m a n i f e s t s  i n  s e v e r a l  
w a y s ,  i n c l u d i n g  s i g n i f i c a n t  d i f f e r e n c e s  b e t w e e n  
s t a n d a r d i z e d  t e s t i n g  s c o r e s  i n  r e a d i n g  a n d  m a t h ,  
a n d  h i g h e r  h i g h  s c h o o l  d r o p o u t  r a t e s  f o r  m a r g i n -
a l i z e d  g r o u p s .  
T h e  a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p  i s  o f t e n  a t t r i b u t e d  t o  t h e  
d i f f e r e n c e  i n  a c a d e m i c  e x p o s u r e  o f  m a r g i n a l i z e d  
c h i l d r e n ,  s u c h  a s  c h i l d r e n  f r o m  l o w  s o c i o e c o n o m i c  
f a m i l i e s ,  t o  e a r l y  l i t e r a c y  o p p o r t u n i t i e s  a n d  e d u c a -
t i o n a l  e x p e r i e n c e s ,  c a l l e d  a n  o p p o r t u n i t y  g a p .  T h i s  
l a c k  o f  e x p o s u r e  e x p e r i e n c e d  b y  m a n y  m a r g i n a l i z e d  
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c h i l d r e n  c a u s e s  a n  e a r l y  d i f f e r e n t i a l  b e t w e e n  t h e  
s t a r t i n g  a c a d e m i c  s k i l l s  o f  w h i t e  m i d d l e - c l a s s  s t u -
d e n t s  a n d  m a r g i n a l i z e d  s t u d e n t s ,  a  d i s c r e p a n c y  t h a t  
h a s  l i n g e r i n g  l o n g - t e r m  e f f e c t s  o n  a c a d e m i c  a c h i e v e -
m e n t  i n  s u b s e q u e n t  y e a r s  o f  s t u d e n t s '  s c h o o l i n g .  
T h e  a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p  f o r  m a r g i n a l i z e d  s t u d e n t s  i s  
a s s o c i a t e d  w i t h  a  h i g h e r  h i g h  s c h o o l  d r o p o u t  r a t e  
f o r  t h e s e  s t u d e n t s ,  l o w e r  c o l l e g e  e n r o l l m e n t  a n d  
c o m p l e t i o n ,  a n d  a  h o s t  o f  o t h e r  i s s u e s .  
I n  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s ,  t h e  a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p  
g a i n e d  r e n e w e d  i n t e r e s t  i n  t e r m s  o f  i n t r a - n a t i o n a l  
a n d  i n t e r n a t i o n a l  e d u c a t i o n  d u r i n g  t h e  1 9 8 0 s ,  
a f t e r  t h e  R e a g a n  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s  N a t i o n a l  C o m -
m i s s i o n  o n  E x c e l l e n c e  i n  E d u c a t i o n  r e l e a s e d  a  
r e p o r t  t i t l e d  " A  N a t i o n  A t  R i s k :  T h e  I m p e r a t i v e  
f o r  E d u c a t i o n a l  R e f o r m "  i n  1 9 8 3 .  A t  t h e  h e i g h t  
o f  t h e  C o l d  W a r ,  t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s '  e d u c a t i o n  s y s -
t e m  w a s  c r i t i c i z e d  a n d  l a b e l e d  a s  a  f a i l u r e .  T h e  
r e p o r t  n o t e d  a  l a c k  o f  c o m p e t i t i v e n e s s  b e t w e e n  
t h e  U n i t e d  S t a t e s '  e d u c a t i o n a l  r i g o r  a n d  t h a t  o f  
t h e  S o v i e t  U n i o n  a n d  m u c h  o f  E u r o p e .  
T h e  r e p o r t  a l s o  d r e w  p u b l i c  a t t e n t i o n  t o  d i s -
c r e p a n c i e s  b e t w e e n  t h e  e d u c a t i o n a l  a t t a i n -
m e n t s  o f  v a r i o u s  g r o u p s  o f  s t u d e n t s  i n  p u b l i c  
s c h o o l s .  A l o n g  w i t h  t h e  r e p o r t ' s  c r i t i c i s m  o f  t h e  
q u a l i t y  o f  A m e r i c a n  e d u c a t i o n ,  t h e  f e d e r a l  g o v -
e r n m e n t  c a l l e d  f o r  a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  t h e  r i g o r  o f  
s c h o o l s ,  t h e  e s t a b l i s h m e n t  o f  s t a n d a r d s  i n  c u r -
r i c u l u m  n a t i o n w i d e ,  a n d  a n  i n c r e a s e  i n  f u n d i n g  
f o r  s c h o o l s .  
T h e s e  c h a n g e s  h a d  a n  i m p a c t  o n  d e c r e a s i n g  t h e  
a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  b e t w e e n  b l a c k  a n d  
w h i t e  s t u d e n t s ,  t h r o u g h  t h e  e n d  o f  t h e  d e c a d e .  
H o w e v e r ,  g a p s  b e t w e e n  t h e  a c a d e m i c  a c h i e v e -
m e n t  o f  m i d d l e - a n d  u p p e r - i n c o m e  c h i l d r e n ,  a n d  
c h i l d r e n  l i v i n g  b e l o w  t h e  p o v e r t y  l i n e ,  h a v e  c o n -
t i n u e d  t o  g r o w .  T h e s e  g a p s  i m p l y  t h e  i m p o r t a n c e  
o f  a d d i t i o n a l  f a m i l i a l  r e s o u r c e s ,  b e y o n d  t h e  p u b -
l i c  s c h o o l ' s  s p h e r e  o f  i n f l u e n c e ,  w h i c h  i m p a c t  t h e  
a c a d e m i c  a c h i e v e m e n t  o f  c h i l d r e n .  
T h e  a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p  i n  A m e r i c a n  p u b l i c  
s c h o o l s  i s  a l s o  a n  i m p o r t a n t  a s p e c t  o f  t h e  G e o r g e  
W .  B u s h  a d m i n i s t r a t i o n ' s  N o  C h i l d  L e f t  B e h i n d  
r e a u t h o r i z a t i o n  o f  t h e  E l e m e n t a r y  a n d  S e c o n d a r y  
E d u c a t i o n  A c t  i n  2 0 0 1 .  T h e  l a w  r e q u i r e d  s c h o o l s  
t o  i n c r e a s e  s t u d e n t  a c h i e v e m e n t  a n d  d e c r e a s e  t h e  
a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p ,  u s i n g  a  m e a s u r e  c a l l e d  A n n u a l  
Y e a r l y  P r o g r e s s  ( A Y P ) .  
S c h o o l s  t h a t  d i d  n o t  m e e t  A Y P  f a c e d  f e d e r a l  a n d  
s t a t e  s a n c t i o n s .  T h e  a c h i e v e m e n t  g a p  i m p a c t e d  
t h e  r i s e  i n  c h a r t e r  s c h o o l s  a n d  t h e  g r o w t h  i n  t h e  
I  
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school voucher debate in the United States. In 
many schools and school districts around the 
country not meeting AYP, families are granted 
access to charter schools, or are given school 
vouchers to be used for private school tuition. 
Worldwide Initiatives 
Globally, initiatives such as the United Nations 
Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion's Education For All drew worldwide attention 
to the issues associated with the achievement gap 
between the wealthy and the impoverished. The 
United Nation's Millennium Development Goals 
focus on education as a key component to global 
development and target the challenges that mar-
ginalized and impoverished children face regarding 
their education. These initiatives have focused on 
reducing financial obstacles for the poorest stu-
dents, such as school fees, which act as barriers to 
educational participation, success, completion, and 
transition to further educational opportunities. 
International tests such as the Trends in Math-
ematics and Science Study (TIMSS) and the Pro-
gram for International Student Assessment (PISA) 
are evaluations that assess students in a large 
number of countries worldwide on math, science, 
and literacy. In addition to comparison data on 
global competitiveness of students from various 
nations, these tests have illuminated the achieve-
ment gap between students based on gender, eth-
nicity, and poverty level in the United States and 
worldwide. 
The Organisation for Economic Co-operation 
and Development (OECD), maker of the PISA 
test, has shown that socioeconomic disparity 
has varying impact on educational equity, equity 
of educational outcomes, and equity of access 
across the world. 
The OECD found that economically disadvan-
taged students scored lower than their economi-
cally advantaged counterparts throughout the 
world. Schools with high numbers of economically 
disadvantaged students scored lower than schools 
with large numbers of economically advantaged 
students. These tests imply that the issues related 
to the achievement gap in the United States are 
also common in countries around the world. 
Robert Spires 
Valdosta State University 
See Also: Demographics; Dropout Rates; Childhood 
Education, Early; Education Equity; Millennium 
Development Goals. 
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